The Poet in the Hologram 
in the Middle of Prime Time 


By Ep BRYANT 


g or of this story showed that he had the makings of a 
Heda ae ‘a ee his back on the SEaO SEN ae 
a hard-earned M.A. — and went to work ina sree ue e 
factory so he could labor away at his fiction. He ae iy 
ded the first Clarion Workshop in Fantasy an ie i 
Fiction which certainly bodes well for that course. ve ; 
with a keen modern eye, he looks carefully at the world o 
‘commercial entertainment and some of the jollies it may 
have in store for us. 


COMPUTER LINK : 
MEDIUM SHOT — THE POET SEATED IN HIS CHAIR a 29 
EFFECTS : NORMAL SCALE — H-FIGURES DISTORT = CY 
AIR DISPERSAL : GRAVEYARD EARTH, RAINSOAKED 
OGRAMS ETK-10 IN PROP WINE 
INSERT 100 MICR' cee 


Entrapment. Fearing, Ransom downed the last of the wine 
ruby flowing, richer than blood it drains 


iled ruefully. It was a badline : the choice of words 
dense Secular was a cliché. But, he pete? ‘it 
was more than typical of his work these days. Ransom flip- 
ped the wine bottle over his right shoulder. The empty 
decanter, unbreakable, bounced across the carpet 


decry the permance of plastic; 
outliving even our rock tombs. 


The man in the chair grimaced and belched. Better. He 


looked at the device on the coffee table and grinned widely. — 


The device was genuine. So was the bouquet of blue 


mi 
flowers in the vase beside it. Most of the rest of the room was — 
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sf 


on the walls was imitation. 

Ransom stood and stared out the window, down a hun- 
dred levels at the sprawl of Greater Ellay. He wasn’t really 
looking out a window, of course. His rooms were interred 
deep within the labyrinthian apartment block, The win- 
dow was an electronic screen. Once, besides offering a view 
of the external world, it could pick up more than eighty 
television channels. Back when TV was the entertainment 
medium. 

The window, not being a window, could not be opened, If 
it really were a window, it still would stay permanently shut. 
On Ransom’s level of the urban stack, no one could breathe 
the polluted sky; shovel it, maybe, but not inhale, Air was 
Piped into Ransom’s apartment — first filtered, cleansed, 
sterilized; then oxygenated, ionized, humidified properly, 
heated, certified carcinogen-free, and consigned to the 
alveoli of Ransom’s lungs. 

Ransom frowned at the slight undulation of his surround. 
ings. 

Too much wine, he thought. Too much for efficiency and 
not enough for courage. He crossed to the coffee table, realiz- 
ing he was weaving. But sufficient for action. 

He looked down at his contraband toy; then his chin 
raised and he wrinkled his nose. His nostrils enclosed the 
slightest scent, a smell undefined, yet disturbingly sugges- 


_ tive. Dark. Moist. Cool. Slightly sweet with decay. 


Twenty years old, the Memory was. Black veils, black 
clothes, so starkly contrasted with the white marble of the 


‘ | face. Ransom’s father’s face, waxy and dead. It had rained 


that morning and the burying ground was still spongy with 
moisture, That was when graves could still be dug. Before 
the premium on vacant land resurrected every inhabitant of 
the cemetery and sent his remains to the crematorium. Even 
now the dust of Ransom’s father’s remains was probably in 
the process of precipitating out of the air sighing into Ran- 


| som’s living room. 


The poet sniffed, and sniffed again 
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fake : the table aay ersatz walnut, the dark-grained paneling 


atthe corp’ myownfuneral 

“He picked up the bomb from the coffee table. Childishly 
amazed at how much leashed destruction could be held in 
the palm of his hand, Ransom again grinned. 


DIRECT CUT TO: 


The two watchers, offstage. Consumer Participation 
Evaluators, they were officially termed. Amelia Marchin, for 
her own peculiar reasons, called them ‘neilsons.’ This was 
reputed to be some sort of in-joke, but then Amelia possessed 
a marvelously esoteric knowledge of her field. 

The two CPE’s watched the stick-figure bumbling through 
illusion after illusion. 

‘This is definitely too melodramatic, said the taller one, 
making a cryptic notation subvocally on his recorder. 

‘I disagree,’ said the second CPE, the shorter of the pair. 
‘On the contrary, I feel that this performance is the highest 
form of art. There is a great deal to be said on behalf of 
spontaneity.’ 

‘So where does the spontaneity leave off?” asked the first 
CPE. ‘And where does the external manipulation of the 
director begin?” 

‘T don’t have the slightest idea. The line of distinction is 
marvelously subtle” He poured himself a glass of amber 
liquid. ‘Have a drink?” he invited. 

The first CPE proffered his glass. The two watchers set- 
tled back comfortably to watch the show. 


DISSOLVE TO: 
STILL SHOT OF 


‘The poet bleeding. 


‘Tron and sapphire caverns of frost 
Coat the chrome cylinders of mind. 


The two lines lie inert on the white paper desert for more 
than an hour while Ransom grapples with the poem. The 
night is unending repetition of coffee hot and cold, recorded — 
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_ music and silence, turning the thermostat up and down, re- 


membering and staring at vistas far beyond the walls of the 
room, sitting quiet, stalking, pacing, tensing and relaxing. On 
the wall, the clock’s hands lag heavily. 


“Below, the volcano slumbers 
Unseen. yet sensed with bleak desire? 


Ransom never works harder than when he forges his 
songs. And there is nothing he loves more. Not Melissa, not 
food, drink, nor any other pleasure. For they are all here in 
his poetry. 


‘Dim awareness vaguely suspects 
Vanished dreams; the promise of fire? 


Dawn is graying the black scan of Ransom’s eastern elec- 
tronic window. The poet yawns and stretches, feeling the 
cramp of his muscles relax painfully. He looks down at the 
manuscript, at the words inked out and changed, some a 
dozen times or more. He sees the dull gleam of flecked silver 
peeking out of the slag. 

x. m, satisfied for the moment, fixes a simple break- 


DIRECT CUT TO: 
STILL SHOT OF 


The poet loving. Ransom leans on one elbow on the soft- 
ness of, the bed. Below him, Melissa is faceless in shadow. 

Sensing his mood, she asks, ‘What’s wrong?” 

‘Nothing, Love,’ lies Ransom. What’s wrong is the poet’s 


life; he is dissatisfied with himself, with his actions. And no 


_ one is to blame except himself. The realization is unpleasant; 


it intrudes into the ecstasy of the moment 


I wish that somehow I 
could come 
to you 
now 
and ease this bitter moment 
finding solace 
between your thighs 
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In a fit of disgust, Ransom sweeps his hand ac 

a and the half-finished script ears to the eatper ike 

~ oe leaves. The title page lands face up : ‘Darkness Comes 

€ap : an original play for holovision.’ The poet punches 
out the combination for three ounces of Scotch, no chaser. 
on his kitchen console. The glass automatically fills as Ran- 
som retrieves the strewn fruit of his career. He straightens up 
with a fistful of paper and dumps it back on the desk. 

The Scotch is drained in an extended gulp. Then Ran- 
som is back to his work, his staff of life. 

: To Ransom, the sheets on the desk are rubbish. His love 
lies on the shelf across the room. A slim volume in a sub- 
dued jacket, a book of poems called Blue Mountains Above 
Denver. Beside it in a folder are the beginnings of another 
book. They have long lain unfinished. They will remain so. 


cess. Melissa is warmly 
damply ready. He touches her. They joy in the pleasure of 
just about the last human endeavor not yet supplanted by 
machines. 


DIRECT CUT TO: 


» STILL SHOT OF 


The poet standing high above the world. Years before. 
The late afternoon light slants across the mountainside. 
From his rock promontory jutting high out of the scrub pine, 
the poet silently watches the forest below. The trees thin 
out as they advance up the slopes to the clusters of broken 
boulders thrusting at the sky. Far below him, a road coils 
among trees and rocks. A campfire lifts a thin smoke-trail 
into the crisp November air. The winding trail is nudged 
Ransom’s way by the wind and he can smell the slightly 
acrid tang of wood-smoke. A mottling of clouds scuds south- 
ward; their ever-shifting shadows crisscross the valley floor. 
Ransom, young and alone, stands on his rock. This is his 
first trip here. The first of many to these mountains west of 
Denver. Snatches of Gerard Hopkins’ ‘The Windhover’ leap 
from his memory as the ragged north wind crowds him. 
Ransom feels a sensation of aliveness here — more so than 
in the Ellay hive. I’ll write about this someday, he thinks, 
before these mountains are gutted for their metals or leveled 
for freeways. I can’t stop their rape, but maybe I can evoke 
their memory. 
Someday he will. 


DIRECT CUT TO : 


STILL SHOT OF 


a poet celebrating. 

Che bar is old, cheap, dirty. It squats in the tawdi 

business belt that half-encircles the starport. Ransom oan 

pd a tube “9 sometimes to watch the giant silver 
ips lift away to the space-sea, but mostly to dri 

talk with his friends in the bar. eae 


“Sometimes I live in the country, 
Sometimes I live in the town; 
Sometimes I have a great notion 
To go to the river and drown.’ 


DIRECT CUT TO: 


STILL SHOT OF 


English folk songs; Welsh, German, French, American 
Russian, Tobacco smoke and cannabis fumes cloy the air, 
Liquor is plentiful. With an arm around the thin shoulders 
of his friend Morales and the container of inexpensive 
vodka gripped in a free hand, Ransom roars out verses 
sometimes getting the lyrics right, sometimes not. , 
. The song muddles to a crashing finale with an enthusiastic 
| ‘And rest in the arms of love.’ 

The glow of the song is transient and Ransom frowns. 


121 


The poet whoring. 


KATYA 


The last time was too much. I can’t go on with it. 


MARSHALL 


You have to; if only for the child. 
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4 s 
thou: vod! ruc] 
"system on: fooled myself. : 
ae !? shouts Morales to the bouzuki player in the corner. 
‘We wish another song.’ 


‘COMPUTER LINK : eas 
; PoP Se oeoke NEE ‘WIDE-SPECTRUM BUT SUBDUED 
AUDIO EFFEGTS: LIMITED RANGE SUBSONICS (TENSION 
BUILDING) ? 
EFFECTS : H-FIGURE NORMAL SCAL oe a a arances 


i in. Director General of UniCom, the most 

Bea baieae the North American communications 
industry. One of the most powerful women anywhere. 
Sleekly beautiful as a panther : hair black and on re 
lithe, intelligent, ruthless, graceful. Also feral. And today, 
a eee the object of her displeasure had told her. 
‘Quitting. Getting out. Now.’ 

Sneed penete Marchin. ‘At one time I would ee 
allowed you to leave UniCom. I would have been regre ul, 
but I would have accepted your resignation. After all, by 
one of the top holovision writers in the field. But now, I’m 
afraid that your termination of any contract with us is out 

ion.’ 
is ie ee to his feet. His face reddened to match the 
shag of his beard. He bent and slammed a fist down os 
Amelia’s desk. ‘Like hell it’s out of the question > If I wani 
to leave, I'll go. There are still laws against slavery. , 
Amelia watched him, amused. ‘Yes. There are, unfor- 
tunately.’ She smiled placatingly. “Now sit down, Ranee 
It won’t do any good for you to try to intimidate me wi 
bluster? 
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you're a real anomaly. You © 
‘om’s highest rated shows, yet 
you don’t own a holovision set yourself.’ 

“Holovision stinks,’ said Ransom. ‘I write your scripts so 
I can buy enough food to live on while I write poetry. That’s 
all. P’ve saved up enough credits so I can live for a while 
and write. So no more scripts.’ 

‘We need you,’ said Amelia quietly. 

Ransom was startled. Statements like that from the 
Director General were not forthcoming every day. He looked 
at her inquisitively. 

‘You have immense talent. You are a genius and an articu- 
late one. That’s a remarkable combination in any age, but 
particularly in this century of ours,’ 

‘Thanks for the compliment,’ said Ransom. ‘But you’re 
hedging. Why don’t you want me to resign ?” 

She showed her white even teeth in a smile. ‘UniCom 
has developed a radical innovation in holovision program- 
ming; we need your talent and ability to help make it viable.’ 

Ransom laughed, shockingly loud in the cool, subdued 
interior of the office. ‘Give aid and comfort to the enemy? 
Hell no!’ 


Amelia arched an eyebrow, inclined her head slightly, and 
again smiled. 


DISSOLVE TO : 
COMMERCIAL BREAK 


WIDE-ANGLE SHOT — TYPICAL UNIGOM APPLIANCE STORE 
EXTERIOR. CAMERA PANS TO CATCH WELL-DRESSED COUPLE 
APPROACHING ON SIDEWALK. 


‘Come right on in, folks!” The salesman’s voice boomed, a 
distillation of friendliness and cheery enthusiasm. His face 
was the standard family sales issue: a composite of every 
man’s favorite uncle. The happy salesman waved the couple, 
who smiled in return, into the store. ‘Welcome to UniCom’s 
great Twenty-Twenty Sale!’ 
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Savings?’ asked the husband. “That really sounds great P 
‘Great is right! But just you wait until you see what's even 
_~ greater — Unicom’s new line of holovision sets for 2020!” 
" ‘Oh dear,’ said the wife. ‘We already have a holovision | 
set” There was regret in her voice at having to disappoint 
the salesman who looked so much like her favorite uncle. ; 
‘Not like this one, you don’t!” The salesman pivoted and 
dramatically indicated a shining black box on a crystal dais. 
‘Friends, you undoubtedly have an old-style holovision — the | 
Y kind that only gives you three-dimensional pictures and 
| stereo sound.’ : 
‘Of course,’ said the husband, puzzled. ‘It’s the best set 
on the market.’ : | 
‘Not any more! Not now that UniCom has added a whole 
new dimension to holograms!” : 
The prospective customers appeared properly astonished 
and intrigued. ‘A new dimension?” they asked in concert. 
‘Brand new! It’s now possible for you— he pointed to 
the woman. ‘And you— he gestured at the man. ‘To 
actually participate, to star in your own favorite holovision 
shows, right in the comfort and convenience of your own | 
‘home? wel} 
The couple looked struck by wonder. 
‘Imagine—’ said the woman. | 


| 
CAMERA PULLS BACK — PANS TO SALESMAN. CLOSE SHOT — } 
HIS FACE 


‘That’s right, friends! Imagine yourself the star of your — 
own show in your own home! All you need is the fantastic | 
new Twenty-Twenty holovision plan, available only from 
UniCom. For complete details and a free demonstration, 
visit your local UniCom Appliance Mart today!” f | 
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; DD : a 
out sound, yet Ransom could whisper the lines to accompany 
the action. He had written them. ; 7 

‘Consider the popular communication media created by 
electronics,’ said Amelia. 

Ransom continued to watch the Lilliputian production of 
Darkness Comes Cheap.’ 

‘First there was radio during the first half of the last cen- 
tury. For all practical purposes, it was a one-dimensional 
medium — sound. It was largely replaced by two-dimensional 
television. Then in the seventies and eighties came the three- 
dimensional moving images of holovision.’ Her voice had the 
self-assured inflection of a high priestess reading aloud from 
the holy book. ‘Now UniCom is ready to advance the pro- 
gression further.’ 

Amelia touched a small panel of controls beside her chair 
and the hologram on the desk expanded to normal human 
scale and beyond to fill the entire room. 

A heroically proportioned couple were silently making _ 
love close by Ransom’s shoulder. He idly reached out tothe 
holographic girl’s hip, his hand disappearing into the in- 
tangible flesh. 

‘Just wonderful,’ said the poet. ‘Another step in the pro- 
gression. What now? Are you going to plug the program 
right into the viewer’s brain?” 

‘Not yet. Ransom. Maybe next season.’ Amelia moved a 
control and the hologram’s soundtrack cut in. Over the 
heavy breathing, she asked, ‘What’s the missing element?” 

Ransom shrugged. 

‘Participation,’ said Amelia. 

Ransom looked apprehensive, shoved back his chair. ‘I’m | 
getting-a premonition. I don’t think I want to hear about } 
this. 


‘On the contrary. You do want to hear. You've got an 
incredible curiosity — otherwise you wouldn’t be so percep- | 
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COMP. 

‘How about that!’ said Ransom. "You know how impres- 
‘sive I find your tin macrocephalus.’ 

‘Wait, Ransom. You'll be impressed; I promise you that. 
‘Listen, now. Imagine yourself home with your ‘Darkness 
Comes Cheap’ scheduled on the holovision.’ 

Ransom nodded. 

‘How would you like to play your protagonist, Marshall? 
How would you like to actually perform the lead role in 
your drama — more than that, even to be Marshall?” 

The poet raised his eyebrows politely. 

‘You can do it, Ransom!’ Excitement welled in Amelia’s 
voice. ‘This box will do it. UniCOMP directs the whole 
‘production. Your lines are cued subliminally. Your sub- 
scription to UniCom covers simple props, special effects, even 
hallucinogenic aids to ensure your responsiveness to Uni- 
COMP'S stimuli,’ ‘ 

Ransom stared unbelievingly at her. 

‘Listen, Ransom, You don’t even have to follow the script. 
Feedback circuits let your own initiatives and reactions 
determine the direction of the action. This is the ultimate in 
participatory entertainment; it lets everyone’s imagination 
~ loose, frees everybody’s natural talents.’ 

You're crazy |’ said the poet, unmasked horror contorting 

his face. ‘You're absolutely mad !” 

Amelia registered surprise. ‘What’s the matter? You're a 
poet and a writer — probably the closest we can come to a 
Renaissance man. Don’t tell me you're shocked at the un- 
veiling of a new art-form?” 

‘This isn’t art,’ said Ransom, his face again reddening, 
and his voice thick. ‘It’s completely the opposite.’ His 
features worked painfully as he sought the right words. ‘It’s 


126 


» vide us with our drama.” 


abridgements and even comic-book versions of great w: 

: aned forward, looked at Amelia’s impassive panther 
eyes. ‘This method of yours will cut the underpinnings fro : 
every poet and playwright and author from the early Greeks 
down to right now. Amelia, can’t you see what literature will 
be like when every person in the world can stamp Shakes- 
peare and Dostoevsky and Joyce to the mold of his own sub- | 
jective tastes?” He 

Amelia shrugged. ‘North America is still a democracy,’ 
she said. 

Ransom’s voice broke hoarsely : ‘What’s worse, this thing 
you're proposing is all the manipulation of a machine—a 
sterile, cold, unfeeling machine.’ His face twisted again, ‘God 
help us all if people accept this.’ ‘ 

‘They will. The process has been thoroughly consumer- 
tested. The results were favorable for marketing.’ eases 

Ransom stood back from the desk and looked sick. ‘You’ve 
sold your soul, Amelia.’ 

The woman smiled. ‘Souls, Ransom? You’re in our busi- 
ness too.” 4 

‘No,’ whispered Ransom. 

: ‘Now then. We’re debuting UniCOMP’s participatory 
holovision process in sixty days. We want you to do an 
original script for our first public offering.’ 

‘No,’ Ransom shook his head. 

Amelia’s voice hardened. ‘Ransom, you’re going to pro- 


‘No.’ Ransom backed toward the door. ‘I won't. I hope 
nobody will: fs 

‘It’s what the public wants; it’s what they will get.’ She 
ees with her hand and the door glided open behind the 
poet. 

‘Come back when you cool off, she said. “But don’t wait. 
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too long. UniCom doesn’t want a last minute, slap-dash job.” 
‘Shit? said Ransom distinctly. The door slid shut. 
Alone, Amelia ruffled through the papers on her desk. 
Ransom, she whispered, almost a sigh. ‘If only you were a 
better poet’ 


COMPUTER LINK : 
EFFECTS: (OPTICAL) FUZZ H-FIGURES, THEN BRING TO 
FOCUS. 
CLOSE SHOT — INTERCUT GONVERSATION 
AIR DISPERSAL : GORDITE 


DISSOLVE TO = 


Morales. In any culture there is always someone who can 
procure the forbidden : women, drugs, books, whatever is 
‘anathema to the established system of values. That was the 
role of Morales in Ransom’s world. 

‘J want a bomb,’ said Ransom. 

So” said Morales matter-of-factly. “What kind; How 
big? Do you want to blow up a street cafe? a car? a super- 
son liner? Do you wish lots of pretty fireworks, or just a low- 
yield, unobtrusive, neutron grenade?” 

‘J hadn’t really thought about that’ The poet reflected 
quietly. ‘I want a bomb small enough to conceal in my cloth- 
ing, yet powerful enough to destroy a — oh, most of a three- 
hundred level building.’ 

Morales whistled in admiration. ‘You don’t ask for much, 
my friend. But I think I can help you. What you desire has 
been banned by the World Council for twenty years. I be- 
lieve it was called a fusion grenade or some-such.’ He jotted 
notes on a small pad. ‘About a ten-kilotonner should do 
nicely? Morales mumbled. ‘Let’s see, fully shielded from 
electronic detectors, of course.’ 

Ransom nodded. That sounded like a good idea. 

Morales looked up from his notes. ‘Well, Ransom, that 
should do it. I won’t, of course, ask you specifically what 

you are going to do with this device. No, it is better that I 
stay as ignorant as possible in case the Peace Enforcers be- 
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one He snapped the notepad shut and slipped 
ee au the Be said Ransom. 
es. He silently tota ay 
credits yrould cover See cae 
Ransom began making out a transfer chit. 
‘Plus, said Morales. Ransom raised his head. ‘A signed 
first edition of your Blue Mountains Above Denver.’ 


‘There was only one edition, Ransom smiled. “With 
pleasure. 


DIRECT CUT TO? 


: A fine pair of Consumer Participation Evaluators, becom- 
ing happily inebriated in the course of their duties. 
The first CPE yawned. ‘This is becoming too predictable.’ 
The second shrugged his shoulders. ‘So is Greek tragedy.’ 
He was a short, stout man and it was hard for him to shrug. 
He managed. 
; The first CPE, the taller one, touched his teeth to the cold 
rim of his glass. ‘Well, I'll take a good Restoration comedy 
any time.’ 


COMPUTER LINK ¢ 
AERIAL SHOT — ZOOM TO CLOSE-UP OF POET ON SLIDEWALK. 
EFFECTS : H-FIGURES 5% SMALLER THAN SCALE. 
AUDIO EFFECTS: SUBLIMINAL EXCERPTS FROM SOUSA 
MARCHES 
AIR DISPERSAL : ROSES 


DIRECT CUT TO: 


Ransom. He strode along with the flow of the slidewalk, 
doubling his rate of travel. The bomb was a solidly reassuring 


weight in his belt-pouch. The poet whistled a tune in ex- 
hilaration 


knowing I’m to die 
and death will be well 
for the world and me 
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The slidewalk was a glass bead arch that spanned the hazy 
gulf between Ransom’s apartment block and the transit 
station. The poet felt a slight giddiness as the transparent 
tube swept him out into the open yoid between buildings. 
Far above him was a dull-slate sky, cloud-streaked with 
black. Almost at the zenith was a dimmed sun. Below was 2 
checkerboard of the tops of lesser buildings. 

The transit depot was congested, as usual. Ransom gently 
maneuvered through the throngs of commuters until he 
found the correct level and proper gate for the Burbank 
tube. 

The trip was not spectacular : the hiss of the air being 
evacuated from the tube, the initial crackle of the propul- 
sion field, the soft glow of artificial illumination as the car 
traversed the light and darkness of spaces and buildings. 
Abruptly the car arced out into a vast open space where 
reared the arrogant thrust of the UniCom Tower. 

‘Burbank Exit El-three, UniCom, intoned the car’s auto- 
mated conductor. 

Ransom disembarked and stood, fists on hips, looking up 
at the endless tiered levels of UniCom. 

The fear came from deep inside him. Not just intellectual 
apprehension. This was visceral fear — gut-level. Fear and 
regret. Regret at never seeing another nightfall or sunrise. 
Regret at never loving another woman. Regret at never 
writing another poem. 

But with the fear was something exalting. Ransom’s mer- 
curial mood flickered to elation. There was something melo- 

dramatically grand about this confrontation. On one side of 
the board were ranged UniCom, Amelia Marchin, the Uni- 
COMP holovision process, all the resources of a multibillion 
credit corporation. Like one of my scripts, laughed Ransom 
inwardly. In opposition was Ransom: bulky, shaggy- 
bearded, ebullient, with a bomb in his pocket. 

Ti’s hardly fair to you, Ransom addressed the tower. 4 
lone man is always the fiercest of opponents. 

There was no hesitation in his stride as the poet moved 
toward the entrance to UniCom. Tt seemed that he was 
stepping almost in time with the half-heard cadence of some 
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distant brass-band march. He d: 
were roses in the air. Victory ea Ge cae 


better lilies, for the bier of m 
eee if my enemy and for my 


i i ee 
= eee ane said Ransom to the security guard. 

The guard subvocalized into a throat-mik i 
answer. ‘Certainly, sir. Take lift eight, please. pages 

Ransom floated up the indicated shaft. One barrier cros- 
sed. Morales had assured him that the device was sufficiently 
shielded to escape any form of detection other than physical 
search. And the latter was unlikely in the extreme; in this 
civilized age, nobody would carry a bomb with them toa 
business appointment. Yet a small premonitive worry 
twinged at Ransom’s conscious. Something was wrong. 

The poet had to transfer to a different lift at ane (nie 
hundredth level. Again he spoke to the shibboleth ‘Amelia 
ane and once more he was motioned upward, Another 
es : oe a blue uniform was waiting for him at level three 

‘This way, sir” He turned and Ransom followed. ‘Please 
enter, sir.’ The guard held a door open. Ransom entered 
It was dark. The door sighed shut behind him. ; 

The Toom was completely lightless. Ransom stumbled 
forward. | Amelia, what the hell are you doing?” Illuminators 
in the ceiling glowed softly on. The poet looked around. He 
was in a circular room, about twenty meters in diameter 
featureless except for a carved wooden table standing in 
the center. There was a scrap of paper lying on the table. 

Ransom walked to the center of the room, his heels echo- 


ing on the tiled floor. On the table. 
handsprinted! eread: ea teciaigice 


Dear Ransom, 


Another poet wrote you a message four 
and a quarter centuries ago, Shakespeare :, 
As You Like It: II, 7, lines 139-140. 


13k 


———————————————————— Sti‘ .;!h]!hmtmtCt™” 


Best, 
Amela Marchin 


He knew the reference. Melancholy Jacques. “All the 
world’s a stage .. . .” Ransom stood frozen, looped in ice 
coils of upwelling horror. His hand went to his belt-pouch, 


fumbled it open, rummaged inside. 
A block of wood. 


The poet screamed a long animal cry of anguish, of pain, 
of betrayal : a wail that keened up and up until it flared in- 


candescently, like a bomb. 


DISSOLVE TO: 


THE CREDITS INTERWOVEN THROUGH A FLICKERING PROCES- 


SIONAL MONTAGE OF FACES 


MORALES: 


Morales looks up from the book of poems. He offers a Latin, 


shoulder-shrugging sigh. ‘Life,’ he says, ‘is like that.’ 


THE TALLER CPE 


The taller Consumer Participation Evaluator raises a glass 


in toast to his friend. ‘Life is art.’ 


THE SHORTER CPE 
‘No,’ says his companion, ‘Art is life.’ 


UNIGCOMP 


UniCOMP hums ruminatively. ‘Art is ultimately undefin- 


able,’ flashes on the read-out screen. 


AMELIA 


| Amelia Marchin smiles gently as she looks down at the world 
from her office on the three-hundredth level of the UniCom 


. 5 a ‘ 
Tower, ‘Life’ she murmurs, ‘is only sometimes real. 


RANSOM 
Ransom says nothing. 


FADE OUT : 
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The Old Folks 
By Jamzs E. Gunn 


James Gunn. is a lean, quiet mid-westerner who teaches at 
the University of Kansas in Lawrence, and is a little tired 
of people knowing that town only as the one Quantrill 
raided. He writes a deceptively simple, apparently nostalgic, 
story about the midwest of legend — that soon proves to have 
a most sharp sting in its tail. 


They had been traveling in the dusty car all day, the last 
few miles in the heat of the Florida summer. Not far behind 
were the Sunshine State Parkway, Orange Grove, and Win- 
ter Hope, but according to the road map the end of the trip 
was near. 

John almost missed the sign that said, ‘Sunset Acres, Next 
Right,’ but the red Volkswagen slowed and turned and 
slowed again, Now another sign marked the beginning of the 
town proper : SUNSET ACRES, Restricted Senior Citizens, 
Minimum Age — 65, Maximum Speed — 20. 

As the car passed the sign, the whine of the tires an- 
nounced that the pavement had changed from concrete to 
brick. 

Johnny bounced in the back seat, mingling the squeak of 
the springs with the music of the tires, and shouted above the 
engine’s protest at second gear, ‘Mommy — Daddy, are we 
there yet? Are we there?’ 

His mother turned to look at him. The wind from the open 
window whipped her short hair. She smiled. ‘Soon now,’ she 
said. Her voice was excited, too. 

They passed through a residential section where the white 
frame houses with their sharp roofs sat well back from the 
street, and the velvet lawns reached from red-brick sidewalks 
to broad porches that spread like skirts around two or three 
sides of the houses. 

At each intersection the streets dipped to channel the rain 
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